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 Not long ago, I fac�l�tated a d�scuss�on 
among pol�cymakers, cr�m�nal just�ce 
profess�onals, and representat�ves  

from commun�ty organ�zat�ons about the 
large number of �ncarcerated �nd�v�duals,  
the rec�d�v�sm rate after release, and the 
effect of both on resources, espec�ally  
local ja�ls.  

As we d�scussed what we know about  
effect�ve rehab�l�tat�ve programm�ng, one 
attendee could not conta�n h�s �re. He  
strongly asserted that the �nd�v�duals �n h�s 
ja�ls had been �n program after program after 
program unt�l they had been programmed 
nearly to death, and �t had not made a wh�t  
of d�fference. 

I bel�eve he took offense when I asked h�m 
what ev�dence he had that they actually  
were good programs and that they worked. 

“We know they’re good programs—and they 
don’t work,” he responded.

H�s response �s emblemat�c of the cont�nu�ng 
nat�onw�de debate on rehab�l�tat�on and  
correct�onal programs. The perce�ved fa�lure  
of pr�son to deter cr�m�nal behav�or—as  
ev�denced by h�gh rec�d�v�sm rates and  
the substant�al costs assoc�ated w�th an 
�ncreas�ng number of ex-pr�soners who  
unsuccessfully return to the commun�ty— 
has renewed �nterest �n prom�s�ng rehab�l�-
tat�ve approaches. Noth�ng has fueled th�s 
renewed �nterest l�ke the recent d�scuss�ons 
on Project Greenl�ght.

Project Greenl�ght was a short-term, pr�son-
based reentry demonstrat�on program. It 
was jo�ntly operated by the New York State 
Department of Correct�onal Serv�ces and  
the New York State D�v�s�on of Parole and 
adm�n�stered by program developers from  
the Vera Inst�tute of Just�ce. Here, I offer  
a bas�c overv�ew of the program and, most 
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�mportantly, d�scuss the somewhat contro-
vers�al f�nd�ngs from an evaluat�on sponsored 
by the Nat�onal Inst�tute of Just�ce.1

What Did Project Greenlight Offer?

Offenders tend to leave pr�son much as they 
enter: lack�ng pract�cal and �nterpersonal 
sk�lls and possess�ng few econom�c and 
soc�al resources. They tend to encounter 
s�gn�f�cant barr�ers, both formal and �nformal, 
when they return to the commun�ty.2 In an 
effort to help offenders meet some of these 
challenges, Project Greenl�ght was des�gned 
as an �ntens�ve, pr�son-based reentry pro-
gram to be del�vered dur�ng the 8 weeks 
�mmed�ately preced�ng an �nmate’s release 
from pr�son. 

The developers of the Project Greenl�ght 
program drew extens�vely from the l�tera-
ture on correct�onal �ntervent�ons and from 
anecdotal ev�dence about the serv�ces 
that offenders need to succeed when they 
return home. The key elements of Project 
Greenl�ght were:

■ Cognitive-behavioral skills training. 
The foundat�on of the Project Greenl�ght 
program was cogn�t�ve-behav�oral sk�lls 
tra�n�ng because the research �nd�cates 
that th�s type of program shows the most 
cons�stent results �n reduc�ng offender 
rec�d�v�sm.� Cogn�t�ve-behav�oral pro-
gramm�ng �s based on the theory that 
�f offenders comm�t cr�me due to poor 
soc�al�zat�on, they can be resoc�al�zed 
toward more prosoc�al th�nk�ng and  
behav�or.  

■ Employment. Project Greenl�ght 
employed a job counselor to work w�th 
program part�c�pants on how to wr�te  
a résumé and �mprove the�r �nterv�ew  
sk�lls. If �nmates were perce�ved to be  
job-ready, the counselor matched them  
w�th employment opportun�t�es that  
m�ght lead to stable work upon release. 

■ Housing. Because homeless shelters  
generally do not prov�de good l�v�ng 
s�tuat�ons, the program worked w�th the 
New York C�ty Department of Homeless 
Serv�ces to f�nd short- and long-term  
hous�ng for �nmates who d�d not have  
a place to go upon release. 

■ Drug education and awareness. 
Part�c�pants were requ�red to attend drug 
educat�on or relapse prevent�on classes to 
help them deal w�th add�ct�ve behav�ors. 

■ Family counseling. When a person 
returns home after a long absence,  
the adjustment can be d�ff�cult for the 
ent�re fam�ly. A counselor worked �n the 
even�ngs w�th some Project Greenl�ght 
part�c�pants and the�r fam�l�es to help  
them prepare for the �nev�table stra�ns 
that ar�se when an absent fam�ly member 
returns home. 

■ Practical skills training. Classes �n  
pract�cal sk�lls offered gu�dance to Project 
Greenl�ght part�c�pants on a w�de var�ety  
of tasks—some stra�ghtforward, such  
as how to use a subway card; some  
complex, such as how to open and  
manage a bank account, access emer-
gency sources of food or cash, and rega�n 
vot�ng r�ghts. The program also helped  
part�c�pants obta�n proper �dent�f�cat�on 
documents and Med�ca�d coverage  
before leav�ng pr�son.

■ Community-based networks. Project 
Greenl�ght developed a network of  
commun�ty-based organ�zat�ons to  
prov�de part�c�pants w�th soc�al support 
after they were released. 

■ Familiarity with parole. Part�c�pants  
were �ntroduced to parole off�cers and 
fam�l�ar�zed w�th the parole process  
to promote greater adherence to the  
cond�t�ons of parole.

■ Individualized release plan. Project 
Greenl�ght staff worked one-on-one w�th 
part�c�pants to develop an �nd�v�dual�zed 
release plan. At �ts most bas�c level, th�s 
plan was ak�n to a “day planner,” rem�nd-
�ng offenders what they planned to do 
upon release and when they would do 
�t. The plan also attempted to prov�de a 
degree of structure to the part�c�pants’ 
postrelease act�v�t�es, help�ng them add 
order to what was l�kely to be a very  
d�sor�ent�ng t�me. The release plan was 
g�ven to the part�c�pants’ parole off�cers  
to make them aware of the goals and 
tasks establ�shed by parolees before  
the�r release.
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The Greenlight Study 

In the Project Greenl�ght Study, 7�5 �nmates 
were d�v�ded �nto three groups and followed  
for at least 1 year (some for 2 years) after 
release. The �ntervent�on group of ��4 
�nmates rece�ved the Project Greenl�ght pro-
gramm�ng. One compar�son group (referred 
to as the UPS group) compr�sed 11� �nmates 
who were released d�rectly from pr�sons �n 
upstate New York w�thout any pre-release 
serv�ces. The second compar�son group 
compr�sed 278 �nmates who part�c�pated 
�n the trans�t�onal serv�ces program (TSP) 
already �n ex�stence at the fac�l�ty (�n the 
same pr�son as the Greenl�ght part�c�pants). 

Project Greenl�ght was des�gned to empha-
s�ze spec�f�c serv�ces that would �mprove 
certa�n �nter�m qual�ty-of-l�fe outcomes  
and, as a result, would affect subsequent 
cr�m�nal behav�or. The developers bel�eved, 
for example, that help�ng parolees (who 
would otherw�se end up �n a homeless  
shelter) f�nd stable hous�ng would reduce 
cr�m�nal behav�or. The program also had a 
job counselor to help part�c�pants develop 
the�r �nterv�ew sk�lls and connect w�th  
potent�al employers, w�th the goal of  
better employment, ga�ned more qu�ckly,  
for a longer durat�on.

Interim Quality-of-Life Outcomes
Data from evaluat�on surveys of part�c�pants 
and parole off�cers �nd�cated:

■ Employment, family relationships,  
and use of homeless shelter. There 
were no d�fferences between the Project 
Greenl�ght group and the control groups.

■ Parole knowledge and adherence. 
Although Project Greenl�ght part�c�pants 
demonstrated s�gn�f�cantly more fam�l�ar�ty  
w�th parole cond�t�ons and were more  
pos�t�ve about parole, there was no d�ffer- 
ence �n adherence to parole cond�t�ons 
between the Project Greenl�ght group  
and the control groups.

■ Service referrals and contacts. Project 
Greenl�ght part�c�pants rece�ved more  
serv�ce referrals and reported more  
contacts w�th commun�ty serv�ces  
after release.

Recidivism Outcomes
Project Greenl�ght part�c�pants showed 
worse outcomes for every type of  
rec�d�v�sm at 6 and 12 months after  
release. The chart on p. 5, “Percent of  
Part�c�pants Who Rec�d�vated at 6 and  
12 Months,” shows the percentage of  
each group that exper�enced any k�nd  
of arrest (m�sdemeanor or felony), felony 
arrest only, and parole revocat�on. It �s  
espec�ally noteworthy—because �t �s 
stat�st�cally s�gn�f�cant—that the overall 
arrest rate for the Project Greenl�ght 
group was 10 percent h�gher than that  
for the TSP group at 12 months post- 
release (�4 percent versus 24 percent).  
Also stat�st�cally s�gn�f�cant �s the 12 
percent more parole revocat�ons exper�-
enced by the Project Greenl�ght group  
than the UPS group at 12 months post-
release (25 percent versus 1� percent).

Several f�nd�ngs of the evaluat�on were  
at odds w�th program expectat�ons. Most 
notably, Project Greenl�ght part�c�pants’ 
postrelease outcomes were s�gn�f�cantly 
worse than those of the TSP and UPS 
groups. The evaluat�on found that the  
Project Greenl�ght program had no effect on 
the �nter�m outcomes that �t was des�gned 
to address—�nclud�ng hous�ng, employment, 
and parole—and that Project Greenl�ght  
part�c�pants fared s�gn�f�cantly worse than 
the two control groups �n rearrest and parole 
revocat�on rates at the 1-year mark. In add�-
t�on, although Project Greenl�ght part�c�pants 
d�splayed greater knowledge of parole cond�-
t�ons, showed more pos�t�ve att�tudes toward 
parole, rece�ved more serv�ce referrals, and 
reported greater contact w�th serv�ce prov�d-
ers after release, none of these translated 
�nto better outcomes. 

Why Did Project Greenlight 
Participants Do Worse?

Project Greenl�ght had been v�ewed pos�-
t�vely by many people: program developers 
and staff, part�c�pants, correct�ons off�c�als, 
pol�cymakers, and commun�ty advocates. 
Why, therefore, were the results so  
d�fferent from the percept�ons? Why d�d  
the Project Greenl�ght �ntervent�on fa�l  
to reduce rec�d�v�sm? Indeed, why d�d  
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part�c�pants show substant�ally worse  
outcomes than both of the control groups? 

Although select�on b�as �s always a potent�al 
concern—d�d more cr�me-prone �nd�v�duals  
end up �n the Project Greenl�ght group  
than �n the control groups?—the strength  
of the evaluat�on (both des�gn and method- 
ology) suggests that select�on b�as was  
not respons�ble for the negat�ve outcomes. 
A more l�kely explanat�on �s that someth�ng 
assoc�ated w�th the program or �ts �mplemen-
tat�on contr�buted to the negat�ve f�nd�ngs. 
There are several potent�al explanat�ons.4

Obv�ously, Project Greenl�ght’s curr�cula  
had the potent�al to y�eld pos�t�ve outcomes. 
It also had the potent�al to result �n no d�f-
ference among the three groups, but �t 
�s d�ff�cult to �mag�ne that the program’s 
pract�cal-sk�lls or cogn�t�ve-behav�oral tra�n-
�ng, for example, were somehow �nherently 
cr�m�nogen�c. The same curr�cula have been 
used extens�vely elsewhere, under a var�ety 
of cond�t�ons w�th a d�vers�ty of populat�ons, 
w�th pos�t�ve outcomes. It �s therefore h�ghly 
unl�kely that the program’s content was 
respons�ble for the negat�ve results. 

It seems equally unl�kely that referrals  
to commun�ty organ�zat�ons, hous�ng  
prov�ders, and other commun�ty serv�ces 
would lead the Project Greenl�ght group to 
be rearrested at h�gher rates. In short, the 
program curr�cula seem relat�vely �nnocuous 
�n the�r potent�al for creat�ng negat�ve  
outcomes. 

There are reasons to suspect, however,  
that program �mplementat�on, �nclud�ng  
program des�gn, m�ght have resulted �n  
the negat�ve outcomes.

F�rst, the standard cogn�t�ve-behav�oral  
program that, �n the past, has produced 
robust results �n reduc�ng offender rec�d�-
v�sm was rad�cally restructured �n the  
Project Greenl�ght program. The recom-
mended class s�ze for cogn�t�ve-sk�lls  
tra�n�ng �s 10 to 1� part�c�pants; the Project 
Greenl�ght class s�ze was 26. G�ven that 
many �ncarcerated people have l�m�ted �nter-
personal sk�lls and educat�on and are l�kely to 
be �mpuls�ve, a small class s�ze �s cons�dered 
cruc�al �n help�ng them ma�nta�n attent�on 
and help�ng �nstructors del�ver mater�al. 

The cogn�t�ve-behav�or model upon wh�ch 
Project Greenl�ght was based typ�cally  
del�vers serv�ces tw�ce weekly for 4–6 
months. The Project Greenl�ght program 
compressed the del�very of serv�ces,  
however, �nto da�ly classes for 8 weeks. 
These and other changes to the standard 
cogn�t�ve-behav�or program model ra�se 
quest�ons about how effect�ve Project 
Greenl�ght could have been cons�der�ng  
the dev�at�ons from what has long been  
cons�dered the opt�mal program. In add�t�on, 
part�c�pants �n the Project Greenl�ght  
group were transferred from one pr�son to 
another—and were requ�red to part�c�pate—
suggest�ng the poss�b�l�ty that they could 
have been overwhelmed and perhaps even 
frustrated and angry about the�r part�c�pat�on. 

Recidivism Outcome Project Greenlight  
(344 inmates)

TSP  
(278 inmates)

UPS  
(113 inmates)

All arrests
6 months 17.2 1�.0 14.4
12 months �4.1* 24.2* 26.8
Felony arrests
6 months 8.� 6.6 7.2
12 months 18.0 1�.0 12.0
Parole revocations
6 months 9.8 9.4 7.4
12 months 25.1* 21.0 1�.2*

Percent of Participants Who Recidivated at 6 and 12 Months

* D�fference �n the �nd�cated pa�rs (by row) �s stat�st�cally s�gn�f�cant at p < .05.
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The relat�vely short nature of the program 
m�ght not have g�ven part�c�pants enough 
t�me to get past any negat�ve emot�ons  
and res�stance generated by coerced  
part�c�pat�on. 

Although the developers of Project Green-
l�ght drew elements from the l�terature  
on correct�onal �ntervent�ons, there were 
some key fa�lures—most notably, �gnor�ng 
the treatment pr�nc�ples that form the  
foundat�on of effect�ve programm�ng.  
There �s general agreement that �nterven-
t�ons should be d�rected toward h�gh-r�sk 
part�c�pants and that assess�ng r�sk and 
needs should be a part of any �ntervent�on 
protocol. Project Greenl�ght staff found, 
however, that the assessment tool was  
too cumbersome and t�me-consum�ng  
to adm�n�ster and therefore dropped �t.

Another bas�c treatment pr�nc�ple �s that 
�ntervent�ons should target part�c�pants’  
spec�f�c needs. Project Greenl�ght was a 
broad-based �ntervent�on �n wh�ch every- 
one �n the group was exposed to the same  
program elements. Postrelease �nterv�ews 
�nd�cated that some part�c�pants felt  
s�gn�f�cant frustrat�on and anger about  
be�ng forced to attend drug educat�on  
sess�ons when they had no h�story of  
substance use. It should also be noted  
that an emerg�ng body of ev�dence  
suggests that the del�very of �ntens�ve  
serv�ces to low-r�sk �nd�v�duals may be  
counterproduct�ve.5

In add�t�on to program des�gn problems, 
Project Greenl�ght could have been poorly 
�mplemented. As a general propos�t�on, 
�mplementat�on has clearly been �dent�f�ed  
as one of the most s�gn�f�cant obstacles  
to an effect�ve �ntervent�on.6 The evalua-
t�on found a correlat�on between Project 
Greenl�ght part�c�pants who worked w�th 
spec�f�c case managers and the program’s 
negat�ve outcomes. Add�t�onally, some part�c-
�pants �n the Greenl�ght group were observed 
to be d�sengaged and appeared un�nterested. 

Project Greenl�ght attempted to create 
a comprehens�ve �ntervent�on by pull�ng 
together d�verse program elements to 
address the mult�ple needs of part�c�pants. 
The program was clearly attract�ve to  

pol�cymakers and correct�ons off�c�als 
because of �ts short durat�on and the large 
number of �nd�v�duals who could rece�ve the 
programm�ng. Based on the evaluat�on, how-
ever, one can ser�ously quest�on whether 
Project Greenl�ght was a “hodgepodge of 
unproven and unstandard�zed cl�n�cal �nter-
vent�ons” all lumped together.7 Although  
th�s may seem to be a harsh character�za-
t�on, �t m�ght be an accurate portrayal of  
the program that was f�nally �mplemented. 

What Have We Learned?

I cons�dered beg�nn�ng th�s art�cle, as many 
d�scuss�ons of correct�ons do, w�th the stan-
dard descr�pt�on of the U.S. soc�al exper�ment 
�n mass �ncarcerat�on: the consequences to 
our soc�ety, commun�t�es, and fam�l�es of hav-
�ng more than 2 m�ll�on people �ncarcerated 
and nearly 700,000 adm�tted to and released 
from pr�son every year. I hope, however, that 
the exper�ence I descr�bed �n the open�ng of 
th�s art�cle demonstrates the frustrat�on of 
many cr�m�nal just�ce profess�onals. We do 
not really know about many of the programs 
currently be�ng used, and some real lessons 
can be learned from the negat�ve outcomes 
of a program l�ke Project Greenl�ght. 

F�rst, whenever an �ntervent�on �s contem-
plated and �mplemented, there �s always  
an �mpl�c�t assumpt�on that “good” �s go�ng 
to come of �t. Human behav�or �s complex, 
however, and we are st�ll try�ng to under-
stand �t �n a var�ety of ways, from the b�olog�-
cal to the soc�olog�cal to the ph�losoph�cal. 
Perhaps we should also hold the assumpt�on 
that an �ntervent�on program m�ght do harm. 
Clearly, the �mplementat�on of every program 
should have prec�sely stated outcomes 
and a way to assess those outcomes on  
a regular bas�s.

Second, the “what works” l�terature on 
correct�onal �ntervent�ons d�scusses pro-
gramm�ng that �s known to work. Often, 
these d�scuss�ons focus on the programs 
themselves w�thout explor�ng why they 
work. The treatment pr�nc�ples that underl�e 
effect�ve programm�ng were often �gnored �n 
Project Greenl�ght. Th�s opened the program 
developers to the cr�t�que that they created 
a “k�tchen s�nk” program8—and one w�th 
negat�ve outcomes at that.
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Th�rd, although Project Greenl�ght was 
labeled a reentry demonstrat�on program,  
�t had �n fact no real reentry component. 
It was pr�son-based, w�th no structured  
followup �n the commun�ty. G�ven what  
the reentry l�terature says about the need  
for postrelease serv�ces, �t appears that an  
�nd�v�dual�zed release plan such as the one 
developed for Project Greenl�ght part�c�pants  
does not prov�de the necessary structured 
followup. Some States recogn�ze the  
potent�al for structured postrelease  
ass�stance—for example, although st�ll 
untested, Connect�cut’s Bu�ld�ng Br�dges  
program allows parolees to work w�th a  
case manager for up to 1 year after release.9

F�nally, �t �s cruc�al to recogn�ze that �f  
Project Greenl�ght had not been evalu-
ated, the program would be regarded as 
an unqual�f�ed success, based solely on 
the pos�t�ve percept�ons of those �nvolved. 
Desp�te all the prom�se and pos�t�ve percep-
t�ons, the program resulted �n more harm 
than good. Could there be a clearer example 
of why program evaluat�ons are needed?

I can understand the frustrat�on expressed 
by the profess�onal I ment�oned �n the  
open�ng of th�s art�cle. We m�ght cont�nue 
to talk about the pos�t�ves of rehab�l�tat�on, 
but when pract�t�oners and the publ�c see 
the constant churn�ng of �nd�v�duals through 
the cr�m�nal just�ce system, they see a fa�led 
system based on programs that do not 
work. If we cont�nue to place offenders �n 
programs that are pos�t�vely perce�ved but 
that rema�n untested, we m�ght cont�nue 
to produce outcomes s�m�lar to Project 
Greenl�ght. W�thout effect�ve evaluat�ons  
of our programs, we run the r�sk of program-
m�ng offenders nearly to death—and �t st�ll 
w�ll not make one wh�t of d�fference. 
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